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Flower Drum Song 


Presented by Benjamin Mordecai, Michael A. Jenkins, Waxman Williams Entertainment, Center Theatre Group/Mark Taper Forum/Gordon Davidson/Charles 
Dillingham with Robert G. Bartner, Dragotta/Gill/Roberts, Kelpie Arts/Dramatic Forces, Stephanie McClelland, Judith Resnick, and by arrangement with The Rodgers 
& Hammerstein Organization, casting by Tara Rubin, at the Virginia Theatre, 245 W. 52 St., NYC. Opened Oct. 17 for an open run. 


A musical should be written about the Chinese immigrant experience, but "Flower Drum Song" is not that musical, much as it purports to be. It comes off as a trivial 
tale of romantic misconnections and of power struggles between the owner of a Chinese opera house and his son. Mei-Li, an innocent just off the boat, arrives at 
their doorstep, where she's promptly given a job as a waitress and musical/folkloric advisor. It's hardly a likely immigrant story--for the Chinese or anyone else. 


Does the musical deserve a revival--or even a "revisal," as it's been called? Not if one considers its history. The original 1958 Broadway show never matched the 
best of Rodgers and Hammerstein, suffering by comparison to the team's other foray into the Asian world, "The King and I." Essentially, it served as a showcase for 
R & H tunes--and not their best tunes (though, admittedly, "A Hundred Million Miracles" and "I Enjoy Being a Girl" are charmers). 


In this current version, David Henry Hwang's rewritten book supposedly adds new depth. Certainly Hwang had serious intentions, but he might have done better to 
start from scratch. The tale focuses on the intercultural and intergenerational conflicts of the San Franciscan Chinese-Americans, but it barely dips beneath the 
surface. 


Still, there's plenty of razzle-dazzle in this production, with several energetic (though not particularly innovative) company numbers. The best of these are "I Enjoy 
Being a Girl" and "Fan Tan Fannie," featuring the curvaceous Sandra Allen (a decorative addition to any stage). And the sequence in which immigrants are returning 
to the homeland indeed strikes a poignant note. 


Lea Salonga and Jose Liana as the romantic leads make an appealing young couple, ably supported by Randall Duk Kim, Alvin Ing, Hoon Lee, Allen Lin, and 
particularly Jodi Long, a brassy Chinese version of Carol Channing. But the real stars of this show are Gregg Barnes' costumes. While Barnes does not always hit it 
right--sometimes engaging in overkill--his best creations, as with the wedding clothes in all shades of red, are glorious. 


PHOTO (BLACK & WHITE): Exotic "Flower": Sandra Allen is all about sleeves. 


Reviewed by Irene Backalenick 
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